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He Came, He Saw, He Conquered 1
by AASE BAK
Every morning when President Reagan leaves the White
House and casts worried glances to the left toward Capitol
Hill where Congress sits and impedes life for him, he can
hardly avoid seeing the equestrian statue in front of the
Treasury Building. The statue is one of the great heroes of
the United States, a victor from the Civil War, General
William Tecumseh Sherman. He is shown mounted and
surrounded by symbols of war and peace.
In Finn and Jette Nielsen's lobby in Himmerland, Denmark, stands a plaster torso. It is a remnant of the original
model for the statue mentioned above. It is also a confirmation of the truths of the old saying, "sic transit gloria
mundi."
The Danish sculptor who was responsible for the statue
and who, following his death, was praised in the following
lines by the Danish American poet, John Volk, 1s now
shrouded in the mists of oblivion in his native land.
Blandt Yankeelandets store Mindesmcerker
star hans, den danske Kunstners Vcerker.
Her Vejen til Ben~mmelse han fandt han kom, han sa og vandt.
Men da sin st0rste Sejr han havde vundet,
da var hans Timeglass udrundet. 2
(Among the great monuments in the land of the Yankees
stand those of the Danish artist.
Here he found the way to fame he came, he saw and he conquered.
But as he had wop his greatest victory,
his hourglass had elapsed .)
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General William Tecumseh Sherman

Carl Vilhelm Daniel Rohl-Smith - the name of the
artist - was born in Roskilde in 1848. His family was
steeped in academia, and his background should have given
him ample opportunities to go far within the Danish art
world. 3
At an early age Rohl-Smith was enrolled at the Royal
Academy of Fine Arts in K0benhavn, and during the following five years he completed the entire curriculum of different
"schools" that were part of a sculptor's education. At the
same time he took private lessons from the great H. W.
Bissen. 4 Rohl-Smith made himself conspicuous almost from
the start. He won several awards, among them a small gold
medal, and he was given almost all the travel grants that
were available. During the 1870s he therefore traveled all
over Europe, visited Berlin, Vienna, Venice, Rome, and
Paris - in short, all the great art centers - and in the beginning of the 1880s he returned to Denmark, rich in adventure
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and experience, and with the views of a man of the world .
Therefore it was difficult for him to accept that Denmark did
not offer commissions worthy of an ambitious artist. He had
to be content with participating in the decoration of, for
instance, Marmorkirken (Frederikskirken), which was then
under construction on hundred-year-old foundations. RohlSmith had unfortunately fallen into what has been called
"the era of the zinc cast decoration figures. " 5
At that time the great emigration from Europe to
America was at its zenith, but for an artist the ideas of
crossing the Atlantic was not obvious. However, the
American minister to Denmark, Rasmus B. Anderson, had
convinced Rohl-Smith that European artists were well
received "over there." So, in 1886, the artist took the great
leap and with his wife started out for the unknown. Commenting on their departure, the Danish newspaper Morgenbladet reported:
To a man with skill and energy, America is still the
land of the future. Whether the same holds true for
an artist of similar talent we do not know - but
why not? A country worse than ours can hardly be
found these days. 6
The biggest demand for sculptors in the United States
lay in the sepulchral monument and memorial genre and it
was through this market that Rohl-Smith subsisted during
his early years on the east coast. A few years later, however,
he made a tactically wise decision to move his workshop to
Louisville, Kentucky. This city represented one of the
frontiers of "civilization," and visits by prominent European
artists were not an everyday occurrence. Rohl-Smith
attracted a good deal of attention, and he was given credit
for having raised the cultural level of the whole city. One
local newspaper wrote:
The growth of taste for the highest forms of plastic
art has been noticeable in Louisville since RohlSmith, the eminent Danish sculptor, opened his
studio a few months ago . . .. The studio has become one of the most interesting spots in Louisville. 7
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Mark Twain

People in the city - those who, for instance, commissioned and financed portrait busts - did not always
think about "the highest forms of art." What highly appealed
to them, however,
was what Rohl-Smith's
figures
"resembled" his subject. Mark Twain, whose portrait the
artist once executed, had commented that he modeled "exact
to the life, " 8 and in Louisville it was regarded as the greatest
compliment when a nearsighted guest at one of Rohl-Smith
exhibitions talked to a bust thinking that he was facing the
model in person. 9
Carl Rohl-Smith had now gained a certain reputation in
the Midwest, and he thereupon succeeded in securing a commission for a statue of Benjamin Franklin to be erected in the
Electricity Building at The World's Columbian Exposition in
Chicago in 1893. During the exhibition period, the eyes of
-71-

"Iowa - Mother of the People" - Iowa Soldiers' and Sailors' Monument.

not only the nation but the whole world were directed
toward Chicago, and the sculptor's fortune was made.
After assignments for train car millionaire George Pullman (The Fort Dearborn Massacre) and for the State of Iowa
(Iowa Soldiers' and Sailors' Monument), the artist in 1896
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received his most honorable commission. He won a competition for a monument for General Sherman. Incidentally, this
gave occasion for a dispute between the committee which
had chosen Rohl-Smith's design and the American sculptors
professional organization, The National Sculpture Society.
The committee had chosen the model because it was truly
representative of General Sherman. 10 The sculptors of the
society, who almost all had received a European education
and thus were schooled in classical norms of taste, turned
upon the choice asserting that "likeness" was the lesser art,
and that the true, lasting values of art were elsewhere to be
found (we are never told where).
After negotiations, the artist, however, retained the
commission and in 1897 moved to Washington, D. C., where
he worked on the monument for the next three years. Then,
during a visit to K0benhavn in the summer of 1900, RohlSmith died before he could finish the work.
After the artist's decease, his widow, Sara Rohl-Smith
(b. Heramb), took it upon herself to finish the statue so that
the conditions of the contract could be met. However, the
American sculptors refused to cooperate. They declared that
it was impossible for them to complete a work that was of an
alien spirit. 12 Sara Rohl-Smith then imported a handful of
Danish sculptors to attend to the job. The animal sculptor,
Lauritz Jensen, finished the horse; the symbols of war and
peace were modeled in K0benhavn by Stephan Sinding, a
Danish-Norwegian who because of bad health had to
authorize Carl J. Bonnesen to make adjustments in Washington; and , finally, J. F. Willumsen, one of the greatest Danish
artists of the period, who spent some time in New York
during 1900-1901, was involved for a short time but did not
get along well with the strong-willed widow. When the
statue finally was finished and was unveiled with much
pomp and circumstance on October 15, 1903, however, only
Carl Rohl-Smith received the honors. 13
How did it happen, then, that the artist was later forgotten 7 One thought is that the tastes of the art world are less
than constant. The quality of "likeness" was not exactly
appreciated in the first half of this century, and 19th century
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sculpture on the whole has been entirely out of fashion.
What happened to Rohl-Smith's works after his death is
a luminous and tragic story with great ironies and
intricacies.
Following the unveiling of the Sherman statue, Sara
Rohl-Smith returned to Denmark. She brought along the
original plaster models for most of Rohl-Smith's works.
Unfortunately, she chose the steamship Oscar II, from
Skandinavien-Amerika Linien, as the means of transportation. In the spring of 1904 it was grounded off Kristiansand
in Norway on its way to K0benhavn. As a result, 135 boxes
of plaster sculptures received a prolonged stay under water.
After the recovery and a much needed restoration the
collection was placed in a warehouse in Frihavnen.
Then began Sara Rohl-Smith's year-long quest to find
the appropriate place for the collection. Originally she had
felt that the sculptures belonged in Den Kongelige
Afst~bningssamling (The Royal Collection of Plaster Casts),
a collection consisting of casts of the greatest art works of
Europe. Apparently no interest was shown by this group.
Then she offered the collection to the city of Roskilde, the
birthplace of Rohl-Smith, on the condition that the city
donate a building to house the collection. The city declined
kindly, but firmly. Finally, in 1915, the art society in
Kolding accepted the collection. It would be used as basis for
a planned art museum at Koldinghus Castle and the society
promised to protect and cherish Sara Rohl-Smith's
"children. " 14
In the 1970s, only a few busts, plaques, and minor
statues could be found at Koldinghus. Upon investigation,
the remainder was traced to the attic of Christiansborg
Castle, home of the Danish parliament, where the collection
had been taken during World War II for safety. Apparently
no one had missed it in the meantime. Together with
numerous plaster models and casts from small provincial
museums, Rohl-Smith's statues stood there, dirty and
dismembered, a monument to the changing fashions of the
art market.
The collection at Koldinghus was, however, never
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complete. Some statues, among them the model .for the
Sherman statue, had remained with family on Sjcelland. In
1976 a number of boxes arrived in Sk0rping, close to Rebild,
where Danish Americans each year celebrate the fourth of
July. Relatives of Rohl-Smith wanted to know if the Rebild
Park Society was interested. Inquiries were made to
Thingbcek Kalkiminer, located in the same area, where
works of several artists are deposited (indeed also some by
Carl J. Bonnesen who worked on the Sherman statue), but
without luck. Also, the models were found to be in sad
condition. The iron frames which supported the plaster bore
unmistakable marks of the stay in water and were corroded
by rust. It was then decided to junk it all. Fortunately, Tage
Nielsen of Sk0rping obtained the General's sword and Finn
and Jette Nielsen save the General's torso and parts of the
horse.
This would seem to be an utterly sad story were it not
for its latest twist which might indicate that a dawning is
ahead for Carl Rohl-Smith and his colleagues who a hundred
years ago populated our town squares and parks with
sculptures now largely overlooked. During the 1980s there
has been a growing anti-modem or "post-modern" movement among artists and art histories and, parallel to this,
increasing interest in our historical past and its monuments.
The above-mentioned Kongelige Afst0bningssamling
had
since the 1960s been hidden away in a barn outside
K0benhavn - a subject of much controversy. A few years
ago the importance of this collection was finally realized and
it is now placed in a restored warehouse. As an offshoot of
that project, the attic collection at Christiansborg Castle was
also discovered and, although funds were low, a full registration was undertaken.
Perhaps because of his unique position in the borderland of Danish and American art history, Carl Rohl-Smith
will some day have the place in history which he justly
deserves.
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FOOTNOTES
1 This article is translated, revised and updated from a feature article
by Aase Bak in Aalborg Stiftstidende, July 22, 1980.
2 Quoted from Volk, John: Songs and Poems. Sange og Digte pa
Dansk og Englelsk (originale og oversatte). New York: Nordlysets
For lag, 1903.
3 The life story of Carl Rohl-Smith is based on information

in Det
danske Udvandrerarkiv (Danes Worldwide Archives), primarily
several scrapbooks collected by relatives of Rohl-Smith. The archives
also hold a collection of sketches and studies from the hand of the
artist.

4 Rohl-Smith's education has been traced through academy records,

now in Rigsarkivet, K0benhavn. Folioregistratur 281. Kundstakademiet, 10.2.49 - 10.2.50 Elevlister, and 10.2.64 - 10.2.65 Opflytningslister.
5 Art historian Aksel Rode.

6 Morgenbladet, September 5, 1886.
7 The Courier Journal, Louisville, Kentucky, February 2, 1890.

8 Letter to Rohl-Smith from Samuel F. Clemens (Mark Twain), dated
December 31, 1886, in scrapbook in Det danske Udvandrerarkiv.

9 Louisville Commercial, February 12, 1890 .
10 Answer of the Sherman Statue Committee of The Society of the
Army of the Tennessee to the National Sculpture Society. (Cincinnati, Ohio, 1896), p. 13.

11 Ibid., p. 7.
12 Souvenir, Sherman Statue. Washington, D.C., 1903.
13 Sherman.
Society of
the United
ing Office,

A Memorial in Art, Oratory, and Literature by The
the Army of the Tennessee with the aid of the Congress of
States of America. Washington, D.C.: Government Print1904, passim.

14 Beskrivelse og Fortegnelse over Carl Rohl Smith
Kunstmuseet pa Koldinghus. (n.d.)
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